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Foreword Lloyd G. Richards
History is made in four ways. First, by those who participate in the event. Second, by those who observe the event and will pass their version on by word of mouth, embellishing, forgetting, or adjusting as the circumstances demand. Third, by the professional observer who writes and whose accounts end up in a chronicle in the library. And fourth, by those who do not write. Much of history is lost because it was not written about either accidentally or purposefully. Much of the history of Blacks in America simply was not written about, certainly from a black point of view. That applies to the history of Blacks in American theatre.
I came to the United States from Canada at the age of 4. All my education through university has been in America. The theatre was not discussed around our dinner table, for we didn't go. Why should we? The stories were not about us, nor did we have an opportunity to speak our mind. I went to the movies a lot. I saw events of history and of human existence. I never saw two black people kiss. The films also taught me that black people did not walk down the streets in New York, or anywhere else for that matter. I never saw a cotton field without a black person in it or a red cap without a black face under it. I was being educated. This was reality. This was history. Were it not for the strength of character of my family, my education would have been left to Epaminondas and Little Black Sambo.
I certainly never read a chapter in a theatre history book on the black theatre in America. Nor did it appear on any of the required or suggested reading lists that I encountered. Purposefully or carelessly we were being educated toward the fact that we did not count. It is a wonder that I survived my education to spend my life in the theatre.
Wondrously, in the last decade more volumes have begun to appear to augment those pitiful few on the library shelves. And now Errol G. Hill and James V. Hatch have brought tireless research and writing skill to address xii www.cambridge.org © in this web service Cambridge University Press Cambridge University Press 978-0-521-62472-5 -A History of African American Theatre Errol G. Hill and James V. Hatch Frontmatter More information F O RE WO RD xiii this question. One of their most important discoveries is that they have just begun to tap the vein. There is much more to be discovered.
Every black person who aspires to a life in the theatre should be fortified with a knowledge of his/her past as his or her rite of passage. And every white child should have knowledge of the vigor and diversity of the theatre in America as we join in creating a true American theatre.
www.cambridge.org © in this web service Cambridge University Press Business (1954) . Fletcher performed professionally until his death in 1954 while his book was still in press. Loften Mitchell, a professional New York playwright, published Black Drama in 1967, again an important volume because Mitchell had known and worked with many of the artists he wrote about; however, the major focus of his book was Harlem and New York City theatre. In the three decades since Mitchell's history, African American theatre's styles and locales have changed radically, emerging as a widely recognized world theatre.
This History of African American Theatre makes a concerted effort to embrace a wide geography, investigating companies from coast to coast as well as their travels abroad. The book presents a catholicity of styles from African ritual to European forms, from amateur to professional, and from political nationalism to integration. It chronicles nearly two-anda-half centuries of black performance and production, with issues of gender, class, and race ever in attendance.
In order to define the boundaries of African American theatre the authors asked: what is Black theatre? The easy answer appeared to be that it is an art created by black people, but that definition raised more questions. Should the immigrants and migrants born in the Caribbean, in Africa, or in South America be included? Or should only those born in the United States be included? For the purposes of this book we have attempted to xiv www.cambridge.org © in this web service Cambridge University Press Cambridge University Press 978-0-521-62472-5 -A History of African American Theatre Errol G. Hill and James V. Hatch Frontmatter More information xv limit the geography to continental North America, while recognizing migrant playwrights and actors from the Anglophone Caribbean, as well as African American companies touring Europe, Australia, and Africa. This global aspect has stretched the book's boundaries to include such diversity as minstrelsy, Ira Aldridge, the Negro Ensemble Company, and many others who often took their talents abroad.
What, then, are the criteria for selection? We have chosen to write about companies, productions, actors, managers, and technicians who achieved national reputations, who exhibited pioneering courage and endurance, who represented a larger number of like theatre artists or companies, who exemplified movements or fashions, or who changed the form or essence of African American theatre. The authors knowingly have omitted names of many theatre practitioners, a painful excision compelled by space limitations.
Whether boastfully virulent or shamefully camouflaged, America's changing racial climates and policies over the years are noted. The cultural exchanges between Blacks and Whites, although never constant, have been continuous throughout both segregation and integration. In this vein, the authors have set down instances when the races "borrowed" performance and culture from each other in order to create a distinctive branch of American theatre.
In recent years definitions of theatre have expanded beyond performances on the traditional stage. Half-time displays at football games, marching bands at funerals, even public executions have been added to performance ritual. One has only to think of the jitterbug contests at the Savoy Ballroom in Harlem or the step dance contests in historically black colleges and universities to be reminded that African Americans have often celebrated themselves on nontraditional stages -streets, lodges, schools, nightclubs, cabarets, and churches. To embrace the full diversity of black performance would be to write a second volume; nonetheless, we have selectively included some minstrel, vaudeville, and cabaret acts pertinent to the development of American theatre, particularly music and dance.
While our history focuses on black theatre, it was not possible to exclude white. For example, we have included Porgy and Bess (1935), a show written, produced and directed by Whites. A white-conceived musical such as Carmen Jones (1943) , with its all-black cast, is pertinent. Even shows that opened with white casts and which were later recast black, such as Hello Dolly (1967), deserve to be recognized because their stars should not be ignored. Jean Genet's The Blacks (1960) and a host of Shakespearian xvi P REFAC E productions, as well as other classics by white authors -but acted by Blackswere germane because they were steps on the ladder of black achievement.
Although Donald Bogle, Phyllis Klotman, Edward Mapp, and others have already written the histories of black television shows and films, on occasion when a stage play like A Raisin in the Sun was developed into a film, we noted it, especially if the actors were known for their theatre tenure. Token black actors in white theatre companies, along with performers in mixed media such as dance, poetry, and music, have necessarily been omitted.
Some problems in assembling this history are pertinent: first, the scarcity of certain written, oral, and photographic records. Africans came in chains, their cultures, rituals, and languages having no validity in a hostile environment. As they settled into the routine of southern plantation life, or became northern freemen, accounts of their music and dance begin to appear in newspapers and journals, albeit always filtered through a white racial gaze. Even when African Americans in the nineteenth century began to set down their own histories, the biographers unabashedly selected individuals from their own class, preserving those aspects of black life that they thought Whites might approve of. For this reason, one may pore over many biodictionaries of black "achievement" and find few women and no theatre folk unless that artist had already won the approbation of white audiences, as Bert Williams had.
Theatre history has always depended upon subjective memory, biography, and reviews. Compared to the mountainous theatre archives of Whites, early African American records are often scarce and sometimes contradictory. Nonetheless, with persistence and hard digging one may uncover treasures such as those in the National Archives, where the United States Food Administration in World War One set down the names of 104 theatres, cinemas, and cabarets in Chicago that catered to Blacks. This is to say that until recent times theatre archives, be they libraries, newspapers, or books, have not served African Americans well, except, perhaps, when they noted Blacks appearing before white audiences.
In matters of documentation, we have placed our asides and references in endnotes. Our bibliography lists those books and periodicals referred to in these notes. In matters of style, we have chosen to use the terms Black and African American interchangeably. We have capitalized Black and White when they appear as nouns, but not as adjectives. African, Colored, Negro, Afro-American, Afri-American, and People of Color appear when quoted or when appropriate to the period under discussion. Ironically at the xix Caribbean-inspired theatre in America has a history dating back to the early twentieth century but it was only in the mid-1970s that an attempt was made to form a resident Caribbean American Repertory Theatre (CART) in New York. That endeavor still exists along with a West Coast branch known as CART/West. Data on the work of these companies have been provided chiefly by leading participants Austin Stoker, Olivier Stephenson, and Rudolf Shaw, to whom I extend thanks. More recent playwrights and theatre workers from the Caribbean, as well as collectors abroad who have contributed to the present study, include Lennox Brown, Ray Funk, William Norris, and Mizan Nunes. In addition, bare-boned professional theatre troupes based mainly in Jamaica have begun traveling to America to present their productions. Information on these and other Caribbeanrelated theatre activities has been furnished by Jean Small of the Philip Sherlock Centre for the Creative Arts at the University of the West Indies, Mona, Jamaica, and by David Edgecombe, director of the Reichhold Center of the Arts on St. Thomas, Virgin Islands.
At Dartmouth College, librarians Patricia Carter and Bonnie Wallin were most helpful in tracking down information sources; Susan Bibeau and Otmar Foelsche of humanities resources repeatedly rescued me from computer woes; the theatre department provided a quiet office at a crucial time when, due to reconstruction, faculty offices in the Baker Library were unavailable, and theatre staff gave unstinted assistance at all times. Special thanks are due to emeritus professor Caldwell Titcomb of Brandeis University for faithfully supplying copies of his theatre reviews published in the Bay State Banner and elsewhere. Richard and Jennifer Joseph graciously opened their home to my wife and myself when lodgings in Atlanta proved inhospitable.
I acknowledge with appreciation the help of my sister Jean Sue-Wing in Trinidad, for her ready response to many inquiries. To my coauthor, James V. Hatch, I am immensely indebted for his willingness to assume responsibility for a much larger portion of the history than was initially assigned, when at a critical point in the writing I experienced serious health problems that required surgery and prolonged treatment. Finally, I acknowledge with gratitude the material assistance of my wife, Grace, and our grown children, whose care and concern for the completion of this project have been truly humbling.
To James V. Hatch: a fellowship from the National Endowment for the Humanities, and travel and research funds from the Research Foundation of the City University of New York. Next, he extends his appreciation to
